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Lectures
on Psalm 72
-1513-1515

MICKEY L. MATTOX

INTRODUCTION
Scholars today classify Psalm 72 as a "royal psalm," a prayer that
God will bless the kings of Israel (beginning with King David's
immediate heir, Solomon) and enable them to rule with justice
and to judge the people's affairs with righteousness. According to this psalm of prayer, the kings who do so will bless not
only, the peoples of Israel, but also, eventually, all the nations
of the earth. Thus, the psalm finds its place within the religious
national life of God's chosen people, the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Israel).
In Christian understanding this Old Testament prayer for
divine blessings on the kingly rule of David's heirs points prophetically ahead toward David's greater descendant, the Messiah
oflsrael, who will reign as David's final heir, institute a universal
kingdom of justice and righteousness, and in this way truly fill
the earth with the glory of God. Thus, the "sweet psalmist of
Israel," King David, prophetically prays for God's blessings not
only upon his earthly descendants, but also upon that greater
heir and the kingdom of God he will one day usher in. The deepest meaning of the psalm becomes clear, then, only in the inauguration of the kingly reign ofJesus Christ.
In his remarks on this psalm, Martin Luther was clearly

This woodcut from a 1544 printing
of a German Bible shows King David
playing the harp while a dove, an image
of the Holy Spirit, hovers nearby. The
dove suggests that David prays by the
inspiration of the Spirit, which enables
him to see-and so to prophesy aboutthe future reign of Christ.
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1. A common Latin verse helped
students memorize the fourfold method
of interpretation:

Littera gesta docet
quid credas allegoria
moralis quid agas
quo tendas anagogogia
"The letter, teaches deeds
allegory, what you should believe
tropology, what you must do
anagogy, what you should press on for."

focused not on the kings of ancient Israel or their enthronement
ceremonies, but on its prophetic christological meaning. For
Luther Psalm 72 is about the justice and the judgment of God,
as well as the kingly rule of the Messiah,Jesus Christ. His initial
remarks move directly to verse 2, where the psalmist prays that
the king may "judge your people with righteousness, and your
poor with justice." He employs a number of standard later medieval exegetical tools in an effort to bring out the text's deeper
meanings. First, we see him in good Scholastic fashion making
careful conceptual distinctions: between human judgment and
God's judgment, for example, or between the final judgment
when God will sentence some to eternal damnation and the sort
of temporal judgment God makes in separating the wicked and
the good within the church, and so on. These distinctions themselves, however, reflect and are embedded within a traditional
approach to figuring out the meanings of the biblical text.
Working through the ins and outs of justice and righteousness in this psalm, Luther employs the Quadriga, 0 or fourfold
method of interpretation, which was developed in the early
church and codified in the Middle Ages. This method recognized
in Scripture four possible levels or types of meaning. The first is
the literal or historical meaning, according to which, for example, the word "Jerusalem" in the Old Testament refers simply to
a city in the Middle East. Following this literal meaning there
are three different kinds of figurative meaning: allegorical, tropological, and anagogical. 1 The allegorical meaning builds up
the Christian in the virtue offaith, teaching her what to believe;
that is, it teaches her to believe Christian doctrine as it is taught
in the allegorical "Jerusalem," the Christian church. The tropological meaning, on the other hand, speaks to the "Jerusalem"
that is the human soul. It edifies believers morally, teaches them
what is to be done, and so builds them up in the virtue of love.
Finally, the anagogical meaning edifies believers in the virtue of
hope. Naturally, then, it pertains to that hoped-for last day, when
Christ returns as fearsome judge and brings all things to their
appointed end. This final end is understood to include the establishment of Christ's kingdom, which is itself the eschatological
Jerusalem. Thus, the application of the Quadriga encourages
the biblical interpreter to learn from Scripture not only stories
a

A Latin word that means "four-horse chariot."

Lectures on Psalm 72

about the past, but, through them, a range of meanings that build the Christian up in the three traditional theological virtues: faith, hope, and love.h
As Luther's exegesis here suggests, the Quadriga
was not typically applied woodenly, as if each word
of Scripture had four possible meanings. Instead, the
method at its best led readers like Luther to search out
the full range of the Bible's significance for Christian
faith. The method was restrained, moreover, by the
church's own faith and teaching. The so-called rule
of faith (regula fidei) as given in the classical ecumenical creeds (the Apostolic or Old Roman Creed, and
the Nicene Creed) provided broad guidelines to what
the expositor should search for in the text, with the understanding that Scripture as a whole is given in order to build up, to
edify, that is, all believers in the "faith which was once delivered
unto the saints" Qude 1:3, KJV). Biblical interpretation was thus
an ecclesial enterprise, done within and on behalf of the community of faith. At its best, then, the fourfold method encouraged
the wide application of the church's faith to the task of biblical
interpretation, as we see here powerfully displayed in the Psalms
exegesis of the young Augustinian friar, Martin Luther.
This edition translates the text as revised in WA 55, which
differs in several respects, chiefly the ordering of paragraphs in
the scholion, from the earlier edition of the same lecture in WA
3. As, a consequence, the material is differently organized from
that found in LW 10:403-14 and may better reflect Luther's
intentions.

b

The locus classicus for this triad is 1 Corinthians 13.

This image of the Last Judgment
shows Christ appearing in glory
to separate the sheep from the goats
(Matthew 25). From a 1540 printing
of a volume by Andreas Osiander.
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the heart
in public is

{ just
unjust

in private is

{ rash
unfair

The judgment of men

in

true

2. In Isaiah 5 the Lord through
the prophet Isaiah denounces the
wickedness of the people-of Israel,
including their inability rightly to discern
the difference between darkness and
light, good and evil. Their wickedness
extends so far as to even define
wickedness as the good, and vice versa.
Thus, human judgment fails in moral
matters precisely insofar as people are
sinful and inclined to wickedness rather
than the good .
3. Anagogical here refers to divine

judgment in terms of what it will be
in the last judgment at the end of
history. Luther labels this anagogical
judgment a "judgment of damnation,"
because some will be damned to eternal
punishment.

word

deed

A

CCORDING TO SCRIPTURE, however, that which
is called human judgment is contrary to God's judgment. For they consider only earthly goods, calling
evil good, and good evil, according to Isa. 5[:20]. 2 In a
similar manner this is also the case with righteousness.
The judgment of God is anagogical, 3 which some call the
"judgment of damnation." In the Scriptures [of the old law, but
indeed also in the new] this is rarely called judgment. More often
it is called "the revelation of judgment," Rom. 2[:5], and "day of
retribution," Isa. 61 [:2].
The judgment of God is allegorical, which nevertheless is
literal according to prophecy. Some call this the "judgment of
distinction," since in every judgment there is distinction and
condemnation, a sorting out of the good and a damnation of
the wicked. This is what Christ as God is doing secretly in the
church, and it is inscrutable. Scripture does not often speak of
this either. But what he does openly is something else.
The judgment of God is tropological. This is its most frequent use in Scripture. This is the judgment by which God condemns and causes to condemn whatever we have of ourselves,
the whole old man with his deeds [even our righteousnesses, Isa.
64: 6]. This is properly humility, yes, humiliation. For it is not the
one who regards himself as humble that is righteous, but the one
who considers himself detestable and damnable in his own eyes
[and condemns and compensates for his own sins], he is righteous. [And he justifies God even where God seems unjust. For

Lectures on Psalm 72
"the foolishness of God is wiser than men" (1 Cor. 1:25). "Better is the iniquity of a man than a woman doing a good turn"
(Ecclus. 42:14).c And the injustice of God is better than the justice of men.] "He who is dead is justified," Rom. 6[:7]. 4 And it is
for this distinctive feature that Scripture uses the word judgment,
to express the true nature of humility, which is the downgrading and contempt and the complete condemnation of oneself. 5
This is the case especially where the word is coupled with righteousness, as, for example, in Isa. 9(:7]: "To strengthen it with
judgment and righteousness," and Isa. 11[:4]: "He shall judge
the poor with judgment, and reprove with righteousness for the
meek of the land." Ps. 89(:14]: "Righteousness and judgment are
the preparation of thy throne." Ps. 97[:2] : "Righteousness and
judgment are the establishment ofhis throne." Ps. 99[:4]: "Thou
hast done judgment and righteousness inJacob." Ps. 33[:5] : "He
loves mercy and judgment." Ps. 37:28: "The Lord loves judgment." Ps. 99:4: "The king's honor loves judgment." This is the
judgment about which all the prophets cry that the Jews have
detested it in ancient times, as they still do today. For "Moab is
exceedingly proud" [Isa.16:6], and they are caught in their pride,
for "the ungodly shall not rise in the judgment" [Ps. 1: 5]. So also
Ps. 96[:13] and 98[:9], "He will judge the world with equity. He
will judge the people with righteousness. He comes to judge the
earth." Thus, the apostle says, "If we would judge ourselves, we
would not be judged by the Lord" [1 Cor. 11:31]. This is called the
judg!Ilent of God, like the righteousness or strength or wisdom
of God. It is that by which we are wise, strong, and humble, or by
which we are judged. 6
But since this judgment comes about in heart, word, and
deed, like any virtue, neither one suffices without the other.
Again, since faith is sometimes taken for the internal act, sometimes for the gospel itself which teaches faith, or for the objects
of faith, so it happens that also judgment may sometimes denote

c

A modern translation renders this peculiar text: "Better a man's
harshness than a woman's indulgence." It has to do with a father's
duty to impose loving discipline on a daughter, where a mother might
presumably be inclined to indulge her.

2 33

4. This peculiar-sounding reference,

that those who are dead are justified,
comes from Paul's discussion of
baptism in the letter to the Romans,
where he identifies the Christian's
descent into the waters of baptism
with Christ's descent into death . When
one's "old self" has in this way been
put to death, then forgiveness of sin is
effected such that one is justified . The
other side of this baptismal logic is the
rising up out of the water in imitation
of and identification with Christ's rising
from the dead, which means rising as a
new person ready to "walk in newness
of life."
5. Scholars often note that Luther's
earliest lectures feature prominently
the virtue of humility. Sometimes the
argument has been made that this
early focus on humility later gave way
to a newfound joy in the good news
of the saving Christ, a rejoicing, that
is, and radical confidence in God's
word understood as an unbreakable
promise to save. In the monastic
context reflected in the Psalms lectures
translated here, however, Luther focuses
on humility at least in part because the
monastic life itself requires humility,
both as the sinner's proper posture
before a holy God and as a virtue
crucial to the success of the monastery

as a human community.
6. The language here is quite similar

to that found many years later in a
famous autobiographical reminiscence
in which the elder Luther recalled the
process whereby he came to understand
the gospel of Christ as good news
for sinners. The crucial problem was
Paul's insistence in Rom. 1 :17 that in
the gospel the "righteousness of God "
is revealed . How, Luther wondered,
can the news that God is righteous
be "good news" for men and women .

2
who are unrighteous, i.e., sinners? He
writes, "There I began to understand
that the righteousness of God is that
by which the righteous person lives
by a gift of God, namely by faith ....
Here I felt that I was altogether born
again and had entered paradise itself
through open gates" (LW 34:337).
The righteousness of God, as Luther
had come to understand it, is not just
what God is but also-and even more
importantly for fallen humankind-what
God gives to the sinner when through
faith she is joined to Christ the Savior
and so receives God's own "alien
righteousness" as a gift that becomes
her own possession.
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34 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - the gospel and the word of God, for it teaches us to exercise and
perform such judgment. 7 Ps. 19 [:9]: "The judgments of the LORD
are true, etc." Ps. 10[:5]: "Thy judgments are removed from his
sight." Indeed, the word judgment can in every place be taken in
the sense of word of God [especially when it is used in the plural (as in Ps. 119:102): "I have not turned aside from thy judgments"], for through the word all judgments of God become
whatever they become, since also the Son is the judgment and
Word of the Father. Therefore these three are one [lJohn 5:8]:
Judgment
Judgment

Word of God
self-condemnation

Judgment

fulfillment in deed

}
thus

{ water }
Spirit These three are one_.
blood

Water

the fleeting word in the mouth

7. Here Luther notes the semantic

Spirit

in the heart

range of the word faith as Christians
commonly use it. It may refer either to
one's own subjective belief in Christian
truth, or, in a nutshell, to the good
news about Jesus the Christ, or, more
broadly, to all the truths of faith in
which the Christian believes.

Blood

punishment in the body.

8. The words of Psalm 149 are
taken here as figurative tropes for
the personal moral reform to which
the Scripture calls every Christian.
The "senses" of the Christian are
understood figuratively as the "nations"
upon which one must take vengeance;
similarly, the "impulses of the flesh"

are the "peoples" the Christian must
chastise; the "members of sin," likewise,
are the "nobles" and "kings" that must
be bound with chains. Tropologically,
then, the psalm is understood as an
exhortation to the individual Christian
to persist in the personal quest for
holiness through renunciation and
asceticism.
9. Note that the glory of the saints is

hidden from the world's view. Those
who judge matters apart from the

Whoever condemns and downgrades himself in his heart
must also demonstrate and suffer the like in the body.
Thus, we interpret tropologically that passage in Ps. 149:6-9:
"Two-edged swords in their hands, to execute vengeance upon
the nations" -namely, of the senses-"and chastisements among
the peoples" -namely, of the impulses of the flesh-"to bind their
kings with chains" -namely, the members of sin reigning in
the human being-"and their nobles with fetters of iron. That
they should execute upon them the judgment that is written"namely, tropologically. 8 "This glory is in all his saints," that is,
no one is holy who is not glorified by that glory [i.e., God's glory],
although only their confusion and shame may appear to worldly
people, because they are not wise to the things of the Spirit. 9
But in its own way it can also be understood allegorically. In
that very way the righteousness of God is also threefold: tropologically, it is faith in Christ. Rom. 1:17: "For the righteousness
of God is revealed in the gospel from faith to faith." And so it is
used most often in the Scriptures. Allegorically, it is the church
itself as a whole, as the apostle says, "that we might be made the
righteousness of God in Christ" (2 Cor. 5:21). Anagogically, it is
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God himself in the church triumphant. 10 Just as righteousness
properly has to do mainly with good persons and is in them, so
also judgment has to do mainly with wicked persons and is in
them. For judgment is spoken with regard to damnation, just as
righteousness is spoken with regard to salvation.
A corollary: These prayers in the psalms are most pleasant, even if they are spoken out of a prayerful attitude and not
brought forward in the course of prophecy. "Judge me, 0 LORD"
[Ps. 43:1]. "Judge the earth" [Ps. 82:8]. "He will judge the world"
[Ps. 98:9]. For in that case these expressions must always be
understood as referring to a tropological judgment, so that the
meaning is: "Judge me, 0 LORD," that is, "Give me true humility and mortification of my flesh and self-condemnation, that
thus I may be saved by thee in spirit." So also: "O LORD, judge
the earth," that is, "Teach people to think meanly of themselves
and to condemn and crucify their sins." But if they are brought
forward prophetically, the words are terrible and full of horror,
so that the meaning would be, "Thou wilt judge and condemn
them, etc.," and the words are understood as referring to the anagogical judgment.11
The law of Christ, the law of peace, the law of grace, the
gospel-this is known by many other names, such as "the way
of the LORD" in Ps. 25[:10]: "All the ways of the LORD are mercy
and truth" (that is, "grace and truth through Jesus Christ," John
1[:17]). So also we read in Isa. 55[:9]: "As the heavens are higher
than .the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways." And Ps.
71[:19] says: "Thy righteousness [reaches] even to the highest
heavens." Ps. 103[:11-12]: "As far as the east is from the west,
so far has he removed our iniquities from us. According to the
height of the heaven above the earth, he ha.s strengthened his
mercy toward those who fear him," that is, he has lifted up grace
above the letter, which has been put down, for it is the law of sin
and death. Now, then, it is remarkable how grace, or the law of
grace (which is the same thing), is both judgment and righteousness. This must be recognized: It is without doubt so, for he both
judges and justifies the one who believes in him. Therefore, any
word of God whatever is judgment. But God judges in a threefold
way:

-----------~
Spirit's guidance are unable to see
the glory concealed under the saints'
outward appearance of shame and
disorder. Luther magnifies the grace
of God at work in the saints here by
stressing that they have been made
glorious by God's own glory.
10. Here Luther fleshes out all three
of the figurative levels of meaning
found in the Quadriga: tropologically,
"righteousness of God" refers to
the faith that justifies the believer;
allegorically, "righteousness of God"
refers to the entire company of believers
gathered into the church; anagogically,
"righteousness of God" refers to God as
he is with the saints in heavenly glory.

11. Note how Luther's pastoral reading
of these psalms depends on taking them
not anagogically, with regard to God's
coming judgment, but tropologically,
with regard to the Christian's standing
before God in the here and now. The
anagogical as the future prophetic
meaning anticipates the "dread
judgment seat of Christ," and can
therefore only terrify. The tropological
meaning, however, is about the

prayerful present, the time during which
the saving words of God's judgment and
righteousness may still be found.
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12. The sense of the phrase "before
God" here is "in the presence of God."
Behind this stands first a profound
recognition of God's holiness and
incomprehensible self-sufficiency.
"Before God" no creature, and still less
a fallen and sinful human being, can
claim to be owed anything at all. No
one can make God a debtor.
13. Luther sets a high standard

here, insisting that self-interested
admission of one's sin, either out
of fear of punishment or in hope of
reward, must in the Christian give way
to true contrition, based solely on
the recognition of the depth of one's
unworthiness. The bracketed words
remind us that Luther is still working
out the meaning of the words justice
and judgment, as found in Psalm 71 :2.
14. Faith here is the result of the
scourging and crucifixion effected
within the Christian herself as she
experiences God's just judgment of her
sin and unworthiness. The humility
that results teaches her to cling by faith
to the word of God, which brings her
the righteousness of God. The gospel
message of the judgment of God is thus
the means by which God effects faith in
the Christian and so grants to her the
gift of justification.

First, tropologically, for he condemns the works of the flesh
and of the world. He shows that all that is in us and in the world
is abominable and damnable before God. 12 Thus, whoever clings
to him by faith necessarily becomes vile and nothing, abominable and damnable, to himself. And that is true humility. Therefore, that word most fittingly expresses the nature and character
of humility. It is not he who makes or calls or considers himself
humble, but the one who shows himself to be vile and damnable,
and this not only in the heart and in word, but also in deed. [And
this is the judgment which he mentions here.] 13 Consequently,
the scourging and crucifixion of the flesh and the condemnation
of all that is in the world are the judgments of God which he
carries out with his own through judgment, that is, through the
gospel and his grace. And thus, righteousness comes about. For
to him who is unrighteous to himself and thus humble before
God, God gives his grace. In this manner it is most often taken
in the Scriptures. Thus, righteousness in a tropological sense is
faith in Christ. Rom. 1:17: "The righteousness of God is revealed
therein, etc." 14
Second, allegorically. For as he discerns between the flesh
and the spirit and separates their works, approving the latter for
justification and disapproving the former-nay more, even all
that we have, especially our own righteousnesses-for condemnation, so he also discerns between believers and nonbelievers.
For the grace or rule of Christ is not given indiscriminately to
all, as was the case formerly in the law and is even now in earthly
things, which God seems to give to all without judgment, and
sometimes more to the wicked than to the good. Whence the
Jews complained in Ezek. 18(:25]: "The way of the LORD is not
just." And in the resultant proverb (Ezek. 18:2]: "The fathers
have eaten sour grapes." (And in Jer. 23(:33ff.) they said: "The
word of the LORD is a burden," and in the same place he said:
"Every man's word shall be his burden."] For God also allowed
evils to fall indiscriminately on the good and the wicked. And
thus God seemed to make no distinction.
But now the gospel consists of spiritual goods. Therefore,
by a most rigid distinction these goods are given only to the
good, while spiritual evils fall only on the wicked, just as in the
same place he foretold. Thence it is called the judgment of God,
because it is contrary to the judgment of men. It condemns what
men choose and chooses what men condemn. And this judgment
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has been manifested to us in the cross of Christ, for as he died
and became "the one rejected by the people," so we must bear a
similar judgment with him, be crucified and die spiritually, as
the apostle explains in Rom. 6[:4-11] and 8 [:10-11].1 5
It is to be noted, however, that when I say the gospel is judgment and righteousness, this must be understood as referring to
the satisfied or fulfilled gospel. For the gospel fulfilled and perfected in deed is the very judgment and righteousness by which
Christ rules the church. Otherwise, if it is taken for just the word
of the gospel, then it is only judgment and righteousness in that
it shows what is to be condemned and what is to be chosen. That
is, to express it in our customary way, the gospel is judgment and
righteousness really and formally when it is lived in deed, as the
gospel itself teaches us. But it is judgment and righteousness in
an exhibiting and teaching function when it teaches us that we
must live in that way. They who fulfill the gospel are not under
the law, for it is no longer over them, since they have fulfilled it
and are now even adequate to it. The law does not rule and is not
over those who fulfill it. Rather, they rise up to it and reach it.
[The fulfillment of the law is the death of the law. Rom. 7:1:
"Only as long as a man lives."]
[For when the gospel is fulfilled in deed, then the word of
God is always incarnated spiritually. The work is the flesh, as it
were, and the Word is the Son of God, as it were. Therefore the
gospel fulfilled is judgment and righteousness, as well as the
work 9f God, the way of God, etc., just as Christ is all this literally in his person.]
Whence whoever wants to understand the apostle and the
other Scriptures prudently ought to understand all that tropologically: truth, wisdom, strength, health, righteousness, by
which of course it makes us strong, healthy, righteous, wise, and
so on. So also the works of God, the way of God, everything literally is Christ, while morally these things are his faith.
Judgment and righteousness in the Scriptures of the old law are
very rarely taken literally as referring to the future, but most
often, indeed always, as referring to the tropological, the moral,
and the allegorical. The reason for this is that the old law prophesied strictly only the first advent of Christ, in which Christ rules
with kind and salutary judgment, because it is an advent of grace
and kindness. 16 Hence, the apostle, in Rom. 3:21-22, says: "The
righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law

---------------

15. The imitation of Christ Luther
promotes here is one of identification
with Jesus in his cross, suffering, and
spiritual death.

16. Here Luther draws attention to
the grace and kindness of Christ's first
advent, when God came to us "meek
and mild," in the form of the child born
to Mary. This first advent contrasts
sharply with the longed for second
advent, when Christ returns and every
person must stand before the dread
judgment seat of Christ.

THE INTERPRETATION OF SCRIPTURE

238 - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 17. In the Psalms lectures, Luther relied
extensively on the commentaries of
St. Augustine (354- 430) and of the less
well known ancient Christian writer
Flavius Magnus Aurelius Cassiodorus
Senator (c. 490-585). Lecturers in
premodern Christianity routinely
turned to the writings of esteemed
Christians when developing their own
interpretations of the Bible. Luther is
not working in these lectures, then,
equipped solely with the Bible and his
own keen insight. To the contrary, he
is drawing on the ancient traditions of
scriptural interpretation to offer his
own distinctive reading of the Psalms.
For the remarks of Cassiodorus that
Luther references here, see CassiodorusExplanation ofthe Psalms, vol. 2, trans.
P. G. Walsh (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist,
1991), 186.

18. Luther here takes the differences
between the Hebrew and the Latin
text as suggestive of different levels of
allegorical meaning. From 1506, Luther
had been studying Hebrew, using a
Hebrew lexicon in these early lectures
to explore the insights that could be
gained through the study of the Hebrew
words and grammar. For Luther's use
of Hebrew in the Psalms lectures, see
Siegfried Raeder, Grammatica Theologica:
Studien zu Luthers Operationes in Psalmos
(Ti.ibingen:J . C. B. Mohr, 1977).
19. In the classical Christian teaching
about Christ (Christology), the Son
is eternally begotten of the Father in
the unity of the Holy Spirit. Eternally,
therefore, the one God is these three
persons: Father, Son, Holy Spirit.
Of these three, only the Son became
incarnate in the womb of the Virgin
Mary. And this becoming incarnate
did not cause the Son to come into
existence. To the contrary, he existed
eternally prior to and apart from his

and the prophets, . . . even the righteousness of God through
faith in Jesus Christ." The new law, however, prophesies particularly concerning future judgment and righteousness, since it
prophesies the second advent of Christ, which will be in severe
judgment and eternal punishment, as is clear from many passages.John 5 :27: "He has given him power to execute judgment."
2 Tim. 4:1: "Who is to judge the living and the dead." Rom. 2:5:
"The revelation of God's righteous judgment."
It is clear that he is here speaking about the kindly judgment,
because he says: He will judge the poor ofthe people (v. 4). For he condemns them in order that he might save them. Again, to judge
thy people in righteousness (v. 2). But he judges the ungodly in their
unrighteousness. And he aptly says "judge," because Christ did
not receive judgment from the Father to no purpose, nor only
for himself, but on the contrary for us. For he says "judge thy
people."
According to Cassiodorus, an oppressor (v. 4) is one who
attempts by premeditated scheming to bring another's innocence to guilt. 17 This is the devil's own occupation. In Rev. 12:10
it is written: "The accuser of our brethren, who accused them
day and night, has been cast forth to the ground." But as the
devil inflicts this evil on the whole human race, just so the Jewish
people did with Christ, the tyrants with the martyrs, the heretics
with the Catholics, and just so do the slanderers and the proud
with the good and the simple to the end of this age. But every
oppressor has been and will be humbled by Christ.
As is clear in many downfalls of the saints, even now the devil
works to display goods, which they may lack, so that he might
manage to insert something of himself into them.
5. And he shall continue with the sun and before the moon. Though
these words may simply depict Christ's eternity, nevertheless
they are also pregnant with other mysteries. The Hebrew reads:
"And they will fear thee with the sun and beyond the moon."
Hence, also the sun and the moon must here be seen tropologically, allegorically, and anagogically. 18
Anagogically, the sun is the divinity of Christ, the moon
his humanity. Thus, the meaning is that Christ consists of sun
and the moon, or, as it says most specifically, "with the sun and
before the moon." For Christ is with his divinity and before his
humanity. 19 For according to his being man, he is before himself
in eternity; but according to his being God, he is only with him-
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self. Yet now he remains in both eternally, namely, continuing
both as God and as man in himself, and as such in his believers
through faith. But the Hebrew is like this: "They will fear thee
(namely, with filial fear 20 ) with the sun (that is, the Son) with
the same reverential worship; and beyond the moon, that is, worshiping him more in his divinity than as man in himself
[The Hebrew easily agrees with this, for Christ (is said to
remain) with the sun and before the moon. He is to be believed
in as God and man, and to be worshiped and feared in this way.
But as far as he is man, he is beyond the moon before himself,
because he is God. For it is believed that he is something beyond
the moon before the humanity, namely, God. And this is said
in opposition to the heretics. But if it is simply understood in
the literal sense, the question arises whether it can also be said
like this: "He will remain with the sun," that is, like the sun? As
Ps. 9(:6) says: "Their memory has perished with the sound," that
is, like the sound, or in the manner of a sound. So here "with
the sun" means in the manner of the sun, or like the sun, for
the sun does not pass through changes in its light as the moon
does. Thus, Christ remains the same through all the times of
the church, while some flourish and others decline. Therefore
he says "beyond," or "before," the moon, that is, more than the
moon and above the moon, that is, the church, which experiences various changes in growth and decrease. Yet Christ is the
same; he is always the sun.]
All~gorically, the sun is Christ, while the moon is his church. 21
Tropologically, the sun is the believer's soul, while the moon
is his flesh. For as the moon, according to the astronomers, is
always bright in one half of its sphere, namely, in that part which
is turned toward the sun, from which it gets all its light, so the
church is always half-lighted, that is, according to the soul, while
according to the flesh it is dark before the world. Many other
mysteries in the movement of the moon can be gathered from
the Scriptures at random. In Prov. 7[:20] we read: "In the day of
the full moon."
Therefore Christ remains in this way with his humanity and
before the moon, that is, in the presence of the church, which
always has him before herself, because she receives her light from
him. Or because he is before and prior to the church and is her
head. For the sun does not have its light from the moon, but the
moon from the sun. Therefore the moon is not before the sun,
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39 - - - - - - - - - - - appearance in the flesh. Luther's words
here reflect this ancient Christian
teaching. The psalmist's phrase "with
the sun" anagogically denotes that
the Son is co-eternal with the Father,
while "before the moon" means that
he became human in time. As God he
is eternal, but as man temporal. Thus,
as Luther continues here, as God he is
"before himself," that is, prior to his
own humanity.
20. St. Augustine made a famous
distinction between two different
kinds of fear. "Servile fear" is the kind
of dread the slave experiences when
confronted by the master. "Filial fear,"
on the other hand, refers to the dread
and reverence a son or daughter has in
relation to father or mother. Luther is
speaking of the latter here, interpreting
the psalm as a prophecy that Christ's
people will offer him _"reverential
worship" as God.

21. The analogy Luther presents here,
between the sun and the moon, on the
one hand, and Christ and the church,
on the other hand, presents itself as
plausible .at least in part because in

Latin the words "sun" and "Christ" are
both masculine gender nouns, while
"moon" and "church" are feminine
gender nouns. The masculine sun is its
own light and glory just as Christ, as
God, is also his own light and glory.
The feminine moon, on the other hand,
reflects the sun's light and glory even as
the church reflects the light and glory of
her Lord, Jesus Christ.
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22. Here the sun is "before" the moon
as a source oflight to its reflection .
Analogously, Christ is "before" the
church both as the source of her
reflected light and in priority over
the church, as her "head."
23. Luther's language here suggests
that he is speaking of the initial act
of conception whereby the Virgin Mary
became pregnant. If that is correct,
then he means by "without human

work" simply that Jesus was conceived
without an act of sexual intercourse,
that is, without a human father, but
instead by the Holy Spirit.

24. Luther quotes here a well-known
sequence hymn, which was chanted
during the celebration of the Mass.
This particular one was sung during the
Christmas season (Epiphany) . It praised
the Virgin Mary as a new "tree of life,"
like the one that stood in the Garden
of Eden before the exile of Adam and
Eve. Mary was thus the tree, as we
have it here, that produced the "divine
blossom," that is, her son Jesus, who
would bring redemption and new life
to fallen humankind .
25. Luther and his contemporaries
were well aware that only one side of
the moon was visible. One side was
illuminated, the other dark. Here again,
then, he takes these facts regarding
nature as figures of spiritual realities.

but the sun before the moon. 22 Tropologically, he remains with
the sun, that is, the faithful soul, before its flesh, that is to say,
in spirit.
6. He will come down like rain upon the fleece, etc. First, he will
become incarnate without a human work. 23 Therefore Mic.
5[:7] said of the apostles: "The remnant ofJacob will be in the
midst of many peoples like dew from the LORD and like drops
on the grass, which do not wait for man nor tarry for the children of men." As Christ was conceived by the Holy Spirit, so every
believer is justified and reborn by no human work but entirely by
the grace of God and the activity of the Holy Spirit. Second, Lyra
and Cassiodorusd suggest that just as the fleece receives the rain
and gives it back while remaining unharmed, so the Virgin conceived and gave birth without loss of virginity. For both we sing
in the sequence: "With the Holy Spirit bringing down the dewfall, Gabriel singled out the almond tree that was to produce the
divine blossom." 24 But the fact that first the fleece and then the
earth was sprinkled with the dew signifies, according to Augustine, first the synagogue and then the Gentile world.
7. Until the moon be taken away, both the literal and the mystical one. But the moon is literally taken away when it becomes
full, as the sun presently is. For now it is always half-shining,
and by a foreign light, but then it will shine with its own light. 25
The alternating oflight in it will come to an end, as Isa. 30 [:26]
says: "The light of the moon will be like the light of the sun, and
the light of the sun will be sevenfold, as the light of seven days."
I do not understand this, as many do, as referring to the first
days, when they say that the sun was seven times brighter than
it is now but was darkened because of Adam's sin, so that now it

hardly shines with one-seventh part. Nor does the Isaiah passage
say this, nor does it demand this understanding, but it says that
the light of the sun will be seven times the light of the sun, as the

d

Nicholas of Lyra (c. 1270-1349). For Cassiodorus, seen. 17, p. 238
above.
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light of seven days, that is, as if seven days were one day and out
of this sevenfold light of days one light were to come into being.
However, it can easily be granted that the light of the sun is seven
times brighter than the light of the moon. Therefore as much
as the moon will increase, so much also the sun in brightness. 26
Thus, the church, as the spiritual moon, will be "taken away,"
when it will shine like the sun according to the body and when
it will shine in the bright vision of God according to the soul,
in which it already shines by faith. This vision will surpass the
brightness of faith seven times and more. In the meantime, however, while it is bright in its middle part (that is, according to the
spirit through faith), which is the ray coming down on it from
Christ, the Sun, and is dark in its other part (that is, according to
the body), righteousness and an abundance of peace will always
arise. So 1 Cor. 13: 10 says: "When that which is perfect has come,
that which is in part will be done away."
Behold a miracle. In all the prophets, when the peoples
which are converted to Christ are specifically enumerated, only
southern ones are mentioned, like Ethiopians, Arabians, and
Egyptians. 27 On the contrary, when evils are prophesied, almost
always northern peoples are mentioned, such as Gog, Magog,
Tubal, Meshech, and Dedan. This demonstrates the difference
between both groups of peoples. The southerners are the ones
to whom the sun draws near through faith, while the northerners are the ones from whom the sun withdraws because of unbelief. A!}d as the sun performs this judgment in the whole world,
so Christ does the same with the whole human race. Thus, the
reason is given why the Ethiopians are brought in before others, namely, because of the mystery. For the Ethiopians denote
those who have the most ardent faith. As the sun is nearest to
the Ethiopians and they have been stained blackest of all by it,
so those who are most fervent in their faith in Christ are nearest

26. Light or illumination in Christian

theology often symbolizes the divine or
the experience of God's self-revelation.
In St. Paul's first letter to Timothy, for
example, Jesus Christ is said to dwell
"in unapproachable light," and Paul
himself was blinded by "a light from
heaven" when he met the risen Christ
on the road to Damascus (Acts 9:3-9).
In the traditional Christian imagination,
the heavens above are illumined by
the sun, moon, and stars, and these in
turn point beyond themselves toward
the "unapproachable" light in which
their Creator dwells. Luther clearly
thinks of the sun and moon in just this
way. In this case he rejects a venerable
interpretation of Isaiah 20 (which he
is using to try to understand Ps. 72:7),
according to which the sevenfold
increase of light mentioned in Isaiah
30 refers back to the original, pristine
world of the first creation, before the
darkening brought about by the sin
of Adam and Eve . The "seven days"
Isaiah mentions, then, do not refer
back to the days of the creation and
divine rest, but forward to a future
increase in the brightness of the sun,
an increase that both reflects and is the
reality of the world divinized, a bright
realm of participation in the light of
God that exceeds even the great light
of its first creation . At the same time,
however, Luther also thinks that this
text refers allegorically to the church,
which will "shine like the sun," and
tropologically to the faithful soul, which
in the eschatological fulfillment will be
illumined by the brightness of vision
rather than only by faith.
27. Here the difference between north
and south is taken as symbolic of the
difference between faith and unbelief
Thus, the southern peoples, nearer
as they are to the sun and so more
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illumined by it, symbolize those peoples
who receive the good news of Christ
in faith. Conversely, the northern
nations with their distance and annual
withdrawal from the sun each winter
symbolize unbelief. Similarly, darkskinned peoples symbolize those
nearest to God because the darkness
of their skin results from their constant
nearness to the sun and so is analogous
to the spiritual darkness the faithful
come to acknowledge within themselves
as they draw near to Christ in faith.
In this case, then, southern and dark
are superior to northern and light. It
is important to note that in Luther's
thought neither one's geographical
location nor one's skin color determines
one's relation to God. All peoples
everywhere and of every color are
invited to let the
bright glad tidings of
Christ shine in them
through faith.

to him, and he to them. Therefore they are especially stained by
him when they acknowledge themselves to be black and humble
themselves before him, as in Song of Sol. 1[:4]: "I am black but
beautiful."
10. OfTarshish. It was said above, in connection with Psalm 48,
that this is sometimes used for the sea. So it appears to be taken
here, because he adds, and of the islands, as if to say, the kings of
the sea and the islands which are in the sea. Hence, the Mediterranean Sea is meant, on whose southern shore are the kingdoms of Egypt, Africa, Numidia, Mauretania, Libya, and Cyrene.
On the other side and on the northern shore are the realms of
Spain, France, Italy, Greece, Asia, Ionia, Pamphylia, Lycia, Cilicia, Antioch, Syria, etc. All these are situated on the shore of our
sea, that is, the Mediterranean. And all of them will serve gloriously under the faith in Christ.

A leaf from the Gunda Gunde Gospels
(Ethiopia, c. 1540)
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Where we have "kings of the Arabians," the Hebrew has
"kings of Sheba (expressed by a thick and foaming Swabian S)
and Seba (expressed by a thin and slender S)." 28 The difference
between them is that the first "Sheba" denotes Fertile Arabia and
gets its name from Sheba, the son of a son, that is, a grandson,
of Cush, who was the son of Ham, per Gen. 10[:7]. In Latin it is
called Sabea, where incense and myrrh are native. [It extends to
the shore of the Red Sea on the east side.] Vergil said, "The frankincense-shrub belongs only to the Sabeans." 29 This is what Scripture calls Fertile Arabia. So below, "He shall be given some of the
gold of Arabia" [Ps. 72:15]. The Hebrew has "Sheba," which is
Fertile Arabia. From there came the queen of Sheba who visited
Solomon in 1 Kings 10 [: 7ff]. But the second "Seba" is a royal city
of Ethiopia, and gets its name from Seba, a son of Cush himself.
Hence, in Hebrew Cush is called an Ethiopian because he is the
ancestor of the Ethiopians.
It is thought that the wise men who came to the newborn
Christ came from these two places. The same thing can be the
meaning of the first part of the verse, namely, "the kings of
Tarshish," that is, of the Red Sea, which only the Arabians of
Fertile Arabia, or the Sabeans, possess on both shores, and consequent~y also the islands in between. And so the second part
would be a repetition of the same thought for greater clarity. But
the first is better, since it agrees with Isa. 60[:5-7], which says:
"When the multitude of the sea [as if to say, "the kings of Tarshish'!] shall be converted to thee, the strength of the Gentiles
shall come to thee [as if to say, "and the islands"]. The dromedaries of Midian and Epha. All they from Sheba shall come,
bringing gold and frankincense." Again, "all the flocks of Kedar
shall be gathered together unto thee; the rams ofNebaioth shall
minister to thee." These words in some manner express what and
of what kind these gifts are, for he wants us to think of men
who are to be converted, namely, to the service of Christ. Hence,
threefold Arabia, which the Latins call stony, desert, and fertile,
is in Scripture labeled in this way, that Fertile Arabia is always
called Sheba, and Desert Arabia keeps its own name because
Arab means desert, while Stony Arabia has not just one name,
but is sometimes called Midian, Epha, Nebaioth, and Kedar, but
more often Kedar. And the Ishmaelites, Ammonites, Moabites,
Midianites, and Edomites are all in Arabia.

---------------

28. Luther notes here that the Vulgate
text reads "kings of the Arabians," and
he then compares that to what is found
in the original Hebrew, which he either
knew from St. Jerome's Quaestiones
Hebraicae or from his own study of the
Hebrew text.
29. The mention of the ancient Roman

poet Vergil (70-19 BCE) here reminds us
that Luther was intimately familiar with
a wide range of non-Christian authors
from Greek and Roman antiquity and
sometimes used their works to shed
light on the Bible.
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Engraving of the Adoration ofthe
Magi {1501) by Albrecht Diirer

16. There will be
30. Luther lists here the various possible
translations of the Hebrew of verse 16,
beginning with the Greek translation
in the Septuagint version of the Old
Testament, followed by three wellknown Christian biblical scholars, and,
lastly, by the reading of David Kim chi
(1160- 1235) , aJewish scholar whose
works on the Old Testament were often
consulted by Christians.

a strong support (Septuagint)
memorial wheat (Jerome)
an abundance ofwheat (Lyra)
a cake ofwheat (Paul of Burgs)
a little bit ofgrain (Kimchi) 30

on the

earth on the tops of the mountains, in Chaldean, e "on the heads of
the priests." All of these come out the same way. For "above the
mountains" he called the apostles and their successors. But the
top, or the pinnacle, of the mountains is their head. On this pinnacle Christ in the sacrifice of the Mass is the grain and the heavenly bread in the sacramental form.

e

Luther's mention of Chaldean here refers to the Targum, paraphrases
of the Old Testament in the Aramaic language.
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First, "a strong support," because "bread strengthens a man's
heart," Ps. 104[:15]. And Christ in this sacrament is the unique
and singular strong support of the whole Christian faith and religion. Remove this sacrament, says Bonaventure, 31 and there will
be a confused paganism and idolatry throughout the church.
Second, it is "a wheat to be remembered," for it was instituted
in memory of the Lord's suffering. Therefore it is called a memorial of the Lord.
Third, "an abundance," because such a sacrament is abundantly provided throughout the world.
Fourth, "a cake." This rather gives expression to the form and
shape (the rite and ceremonies) of the sacrament.
Fifth, "a little bit." This indicates the amount of bread. However, the fact that the Septuagint preferred to write "strong support" was done because they clearly did not want to surrender so
holy a sacrament to the pagans.
They of the city shall flourish like the grass of the earth. Because of
its fleeting existence, grass has a bad meaning. 32 Isaiah 40 [: 67]: "All flesh is as grass, and all its glory as the flower of grass.
The grass withers and the flower of the grass fades. Indeed, the
people is grass," namely, because of mortality and transitory
existence. But with respect to its origin it has a good meaning.
In the first place, as grass comes up without human endeavor, so
also the children of the church. Second, as the grass comes up
suddenly all over the earth, so the faithful spring up throughout
the world, for "his word runs swiftly" [Ps. 147:15]. As the grass
in spring is a most delightful sight in the meadows, so it was
with the early church in the martyrs. That was the most delightful time of the church, when there were so many flowers and
fragrant grass everywhere. Thus, "the vines in flower yield their
sweet smell" [Song of Sol. 2:13].

---------------

31. Luther thought highly of
St. Bonaventure (1221-1274), a
Franciscan who had been canonized
a saint only one year before Luther's
birth.

32. Here again Luther points out
how something good in itself-in this
case, grass-can be used symbolically
in Scripture to illustrate something
bad-in this case human, mortality.
Per Isaiah 49, our lives are fleeting,
just as the bright green grass of spring
withers and dies in the late summer
heat. Fascinatingly, however, Luther

immediately turns the symbol around
and notes how new grass can also
represent such good spiritual realities
as the "springing up" of those who
respond to the word in faith, their
universality across the earth, and even
the "fragrant grass" of the holy martyrs.
In mentioning the martyrs here Luther
seems to allude vaguely to the wellknown saying ofTertullian (c. 150c. 220), the first Latin-writing Christian
theologian, in his Apologeticum, that "the
blood of the martyrs is the seed of the
church."

